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privilege	 to	 be	 asked	 to	 edit	 for	 publication	 those	 unforgettable	
dogmatics	lectures.	They	made	an	indelible	impression	on	me	and	I	
found	them	tremendously	exciting	and	stimulating.	
Torrance	 gave	 the	 lectures	 from	 1952	 to	 1978,	 rewriting	 them	
many	times	in	the	process.	By	the	time	he	retired	in	1979	(his	final	
year	 was	 a	 sabbatical),	 most	 of	 his	 lectures	 had	 been	 typeset	 and	
duplicated	for	students	and	it	is	these	‘handouts’,	given	out	over	the	
years,	which	form	the	basic	text	for	their	publication,	the	Christology	
lectures	under	the	title,	Incarnation: The Person and Life of Christ,	
and	 the	 soteriology	 lectures	under	 the	 title,	Atonement: The Person 
and Work of Christ.
A brief outline of the chapters 
The	 Christology	 lectures	 begin	 with	 an	 extensive	 introduction	 to	
the	nature	of	theology	and	dogmatics	and	the	inseparable	relation	in	
Christology	between	the	theological	and	the	historical,	the	Christ	of	
faith	 and	 the	 Jesus	of	 history.	There	 are	 three	major	 chapters:	first,	
the	 incarnation	 and	 its	Old	Testament	 background;	 second,	 the	 life	












in	 the	 agony	 of	 atonement	 and	 death	 on	 the	 cross	 and	 so	 emerges	
triumphant	in	the	resurrection.
Accessibility






its	 contents	 and	 argument.	A	 short	 editorial	 foreword	 outlines	 the	
background	and	significance	of	the	lectures.	An	editorial	introduction	
then	 outlines	 Torrance’s	 understanding	 of	 dogmatics,	 explains	 the	
purpose	of	the	lectures,	summarises	the	key	points	of	their	theology	
and	details	the	editing	process	behind	their	preparation	for	the	press.	
























truth	of	 the	Gospel	struck	home	to	me	like	 that,	 that	 I	 really	
understood	it	and	its	relevance	to	people	in	their	everyday	life.2
Torrance’s	 lectures	were	 appropriately	 academic,	 involving	 biblical	
exegesis	and	extensive	knowledge	of	early	church,	Reformation	and	
















Reactions to the lectures – divergent and sometimes conflicting
There	were	widely	different	reactions	to	the	lectures.	In	their	replies	
to	 a	questionnaire	 sent	 to	New	College	 alumni	 asking	how	easy	or	
difficult	the	lectures	had	been,	or	what	they	had	meant	to	them,	former	
















come	 to	 positions	 diametrically	 opposed	 to	 those	 of	 Prof	
























It	 is	 clear	 there	 were	 strikingly	 different,	 indeed	 contradictory	




Why did the lectures engender such a variety of reactions?
There	are	several	reasons	behind	the	divergent	and	opposing	reactions	
to	the	lectures:















(ii) Student training and backgrounds













Modern	 candidates	 for	 the	ministry	 find	 themselves	 under	 even	
greater	time	pressure	with	the	added	emphasis	on	placements	and	
management	 training	 during	 theological	 study.	 One	 result	 has	
been	that	at	New	College,	for	example,	fewer	Church	of	Scotland	
















In	 Torrance’s	 day,	 many	 of	 his	 contemporaries	 and	 fellow	
ministers	 had	 enjoyed	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	 Scottish	 philosophical	
tradition	 in	 education.	 The	 continued	 decline	 in	 that	 as	 in	 the	
Scottish	 theological	 tradition,	 meant	 that	 students	 were	 no	
longer	as	well	equipped	to	understand	his	lectures	as	students	of	
Torrance’s	own	generation.	




In	 the	 chapter	 on	 the	 doctrine	 of	 the	 church	 in	Atonement,	 for	
example,	 there	 are	 several	 hundred	 clearly	 recognisable	 biblical	
quotations,	 phrases	 or	 allusions,	 none	 of	 them	 referenced	 or	
explicitly	quoted	as	such.	Students	with	good	biblical	knowledge	
had	the	advantage	of	being	able	to	recognise	the	roots	of	Torrance’s	
theology	 and	 follow	 more	 readily	 the	 logic	 of	 the	 lectures	 in	
offering	a	christological	understanding	of	scripture.	
d)	 dualist presuppositions –	 one	 of	 the	 major	 factors	 affecting	
students’	 understanding	 and	 reception	 of	 the	 lectures	 was	 the	
dualism	lying	behind	so	much	of	modern	thought.	This	was	true	
on	both	the	left	and	right	of	the	theological	spectrum.	Liberal	and	
paradoxically	 evangelical	 presuppositions	 also	 both	 occasioned	
questioning	 of	 Torrance’s	 theology,	 and	 often	 resistance	 to	 it,	
compromising	even	the	ability	to	understand	and	take	in	what	he	
was	saying	(or	was	not	saying).
On	 the	 liberal	 side,	 the	 assumption	 of	 a	 dualism	 between	
God	 and	 the	 universe	 meant	 that	 the	 reality	 and	 possibility	 of	
the	 incarnation	was	 axiomatically	 ruled	 out.	On	 the	 evangelical	
side,	there	was	often	a	latent	dualism	in	operation	either	between	
God	 and	 creation	 affecting	 the	 relation	 between	 the	 Father	 and	
the	Son	(for	example	in	the	theology	of	the	cross,	as	in	the	hymn	
“How	deep	the	Father’s	love	for	us”,	the	line	‘the	Father	turns	his	
face	 away’),	 or	 between	God	 in	 heaven	 and	 knowledge	 of	 him	
on	earth	where	the	two	need	to	be	held	together	by	a	doctrine	of	
the	infallibility	of	the	word	of	scripture	–	more	on	this	topic	later.	







Torrance’s theology and his exposition of it
Torrance	 characterised	 his	 theology	 as	 trinitarian-christocentric	 in	
nature	with	its	‘cutting	edge’	in	the	‘vicarious	humanity	of	Christ’.6	








fundamental	 to	 Torrance’s	 theology	 and	 as	 bearing	 on	 the	 way	 he	
expounds	it:
(1) The Word of God has become flesh in Jesus Christ and 
remains identical with him.
(2) The key to understanding scripture is the person of Jesus 
Christ.
(3) The hypostatic union in the person of Jesus begins at 
Bethlehem and is worked out throughout his life and can 
therefore only be understood dynamically and not statically. 
	
(1) Knowledge of God is always personal knowledge of God in his 
eternal Word 8	
For	Torrance	 it	 is	 important	 that	when	God	makes	 himself	 known,	











(a) The identity of the Word in God with the person of Jesus Christ 
In	 the	 incarnation	 the	Word	 has	 become	man,	 human	 flesh	 and	
human	word,	 in	 the	 human	mind,	 heart	 and	 soul	 of	 Jesus.	 The	
eternal	Word	of	God	is	now	man,	identical	with	the	person	of	Jesus	
Christ	and	cannot	be	separated	from	him.























(i) The Word and truth of God identical with Jesus Christ who 
always makes himself known 
If	Jesus	Christ	is	the	mediator	of	knowledge	of	God,	then	we	
are	at	once	 involved	 in	a	relation	of	depth	between	scripture	









(ii) A simple identification of scripture with the truth of God 
bypasses the incarnate mediator
This	means	 that	 there	cannot	be	any	 simple	 identification	of	
the	Word	and	truth	of	God	with	the	written	word	of	scripture	
without	flattening	out	 the	 relation	of	 depth	which	 should	 lie	
between	it	and	God	and	without	bypassing	Jesus	Christ	in	his	
person	 as	 the	 mediator	 and	 so	 disregarding	 the	 incarnation.	
Since	 when	 he	 makes	 himself	 known,	 God	 always	 makes	
himself	 known,	 the	Word	 and	 truth	 of	 God	 always	 remain	
identical	 with	 himself	 and	 now	 that	 the	Word	 and	 truth	 of	
God	 have	 become	 incarnate	 they	 cannot	 be	 torn	 apart	 from	
the	person	of	Jesus	Christ.	Scripture	 therefore	cannot	 just	be	
regarded	in	a	flat	two-dimensional	way,	as	if	it	could	hold	the	
truth	 in	 itself	or	be	a	 transcription	of	a	 truth	which	has	been	




(2) The key to understanding scripture is the person of Christ – a 
doctrine of scripture must be patterned on and reflect the uniqueness 
of his person 
If	when	God	became	man	he	did	so	in	such	a	way	that	he	was	fully	
God	and	fully	man,	‘two	natures	in	one	person,	without	any	confusion,	
change,	 division	 or	 separation’,	 then	 for	Torrance	 that	must	 be	 our	
basic	 guide	 in	 understanding	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 scriptures.	They	 are	
the	Word	of	God	speaking	personally	to	us	and	the	written	creaturely	
word	 through	 which	 he	 speaks,	 without	 any	 change	 in	 either	 his	
deity	or	the	humanity	of	scripture.	Though	the	Word	of	God	and	the	
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between	 the	Word	 and	 the	written	word	 in	 scripture,	 the	 scriptures	




(3) Jesus Christ can only be understood dynamically, in the wholeness 
of his person and work and in the inseparability of christology and 



























and	behind	scripture,	 Jesus	Christ	 in	his	wholeness,	using	 language	
which	in	sentence	structure	and	increased	use	of	verbs	and	adverbial	
phrases	 is	 designed	 to	 hold	 the	 truth	 together	 and	 reflect	 its	 living	
dynamic	 character	 as	 saving	 event.	 He	 teaches	 each	 element	 of	





they	 found	 him	 coming	 round	 to	 the	 same	 Christ	 from	 a	 different	
angle	 and	 began	 to	 follow	 his	 logic.	 They	 began	 to	 integrate	 the	
various	perspectives	and	gain	a	feel	for	the	way	in	which	they	were	
held	together	in	the	one	Christ.	
The nature of theological understanding in Jesus Christ
While	 theology	 and	 dogmatics	 for	 Torrance	 must	 be	 systematic,	
they	cannot	be	a	system	and	cannot	be	 taught	or	grasped	simply	as	















The	 extent	 to	 which	 students	 were	 able	 or	 willing	 to	 do	 this	
depended	on	 the	 factors	already	mentioned.	Many	students,	even	 if	
sympathetic	to	Torrance’s	dogmatics	in	general,	found	it	 impossible	





students,	 ministers	 and	 laity	 and	 if	 widely	 read	 and	 studied	 will	
greatly	contribute	to	a	timely	reinvigoration	and	renewal	of	theology	
in	Scotland.
The significance of the lectures 
i)	Readability and accessibility	–	 the	 lectures	are	very	readable	and	
accessible.	 The	 sheer	 number	 of	 Torrance’s	 publications,	 many	 of	
them	collections	of	essays	and	lectures,	articles	in	journals,	or	often	
books	 of	 a	more	 specialist	 nature,	means	 it	 takes	 time	 to	 grasp	 his	
theology	 as	 a	whole.	The	 lectures	 present	 his	 understanding	 of	 the	
gospel	 together	 and	 in	detail,	 so	giving	 the	best	 introduction	 to	 the	
heart	of	his	theology.











iv)	 An ecumenical presentation of the classical doctrine of Christ	
–	 although	 written	 from	 the	 Reformed	 viewpoint,	 the	 lectures	
incorporate	patristic,	Reformation	and	modern	insights	in	a	profound	






mark	the	launch	of	Incarnation: The Person and Life of Christ	by	
T.	F.	Torrance.
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